
When I Grow Up
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What do I want to be when I grow up?


It was a question Xiangling found herself thinking about a lot lately. On the one hand, it was a question she already knew the answer to on a basic level. She wanted to be a chef, just as she’s always wanted to be since she was a child. The pyro vision that rested on her hip was proof of this ambition, and even at her young age, she was already a very accomplished chef, with a reputation of her own outside of that as Chef Mao’s daughter.

But that’s not the question she was thinking about. What kind of person did she want to be when she grows up? She thought she knew what kind of person she already was, and in the past these kind of questions never bothered her.

But lately, she finds her mind circling back to a certain conversation with a dear friend.

They had just finished visiting Chongyun at Bubu Pharmacy after he was attacked by treasure hoarders, and were headed back to the harbor to give him and Xingqiu some alone time. As Xinyan quietly strummed away at her guitar, Yun Jin walked in stride at Xiangling’s side.

“You know, I feel a little bad about it now,” Yun Jin told her, “But all things considered, I’m glad I didn’t inquire too deeply about why you wanted to know about Xingqiu’s relationship status.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

At the time, Xiangling was actually asking this for Chongyun’s sake, after he confided in her about his feelings for Xingqiu, and wanted to know if he had any interest in men in the first place.

But Yun Jin didn’t know that.

“Well, you’ve never really shown any kind of interest in anyone like that, so I suppose I was too surprised to ask about it at the time. But looking back, I feel as though I could have been more supportive if I thought you were really interested in him.”

“Oh, well… I mean, of course I haven’t had any interest in people like that! So don’t worry about it.” Xiangling answered, bringing her hands up and smiling. “I’m still a kid, after all.”

Yun Jin smiled and nodded with a soft laugh. “Well, for a little while longer at least. But even if you weren’t, there are plenty of adults who struggle with things like this as well.”

Xiangling knows that Yun Jin didn’t mean anything by the comment. After all, she knows her friend well, and knows that she would never say anything to intentionally hurt her feelings.

And yet something about the comment stung, and she’s not sure why.

Was it really something she “struggled” with? Sure, Yun Jin was technically correct that Xiangling wouldn’t be a kid for much longer. She was already 17, and though her birthday still quite a ways away, it wouldn’t be long until she was 18 and legally considered an adult.

But what would really change with her becoming an adult? She’ll still be working with her father as a chef at Wanmin. She’ll still go out and see her friends whenever they’re free. And she’ll still go foraging for new and unique ingredients to create new recipes for her customers to enjoy.

When she really stops to think about it, she’s already been living the life of an adult for quite a few years now, and yet deep down, she still feels like a child. Why is that? If her life isn’t going to change when she becomes an adult, then when is she going to stop feeling like a kid?

Is that what Yun Jin was talking about? Was it because she never thought about things like love and romance?

It never bothered her before. But now, the fact that it didn’t bother her bothered her.

Heaving a heavy sigh, Xiangling moves from the stove to the counter, gathering up the chopped carrots before tossing them into the pot. Of course, the moment she does so, she realizes her mistake, as this dish was meant for Xingqiu, and he didn’t like carrots. Why, even the mere essence of carrot was enough to turn him off, and with him looking after Chongyun right now, the last thing she wants to do is gift him a subpar meal.

“Oh drat!” She allows herself a moment to sulk over the wasted effort, before setting the pot aside to use for a different dish, and grabbing a new one to start from scratch.

But that moment was all it took for Guoba to peek at her from around a corner, bounding over to check on her as he tilts his head curiously.

Seeing him, Xiangling offers a smile. “Oh, I’m okay. I just put the wrong ingredients in… oh! Do you want to help me make us something for lunch with it instead?”

“Lululu!” Guoba chimes with an enthusiastic nod, hopping over to grab a stool so he can reach the stove-top properly.

Seeing how happy he is quickly puts her at ease. And as he hops up beside her to look into the pot she set aside, she offers him a pat on the head. “Gosh, I’ve been really spaced out lately. I don’t know what I’m so worried about. You don’t have anyone you’re in love with, and you get along just fine!”

And yet the moment those words leave her lips, her entire worldview is shattered, as Guoba shakes his head and brings a paw to his chest with a soft chime. “Luuu… lulu!”

“Huh? W-Wait, are you telling me—” She turns to him, crouched forward in excitement as her eyes sparkle. “Guoba, is there someone you’re in love with!?”

All too quickly, Guoba’s little cheeks turn red, as he bashfully rubs the side of his head, and suddenly, nothing else matters except this moment.

Because Guoba is in love, and she needs to know more??

“Oh my gosh! I wanna know who it is! Is it someone I know? Maybe someone who eats at the restaurant?”

Guoba thinks about this for a long moment, before nodding enthusiastically, and then hopping off the stool and running back out the door as he waves back at her.

Xiangling very nearly runs after him, but then stops. “H-Hey! You know I can’t leave the stove unattended! That’s not fair!”

Another heavy sigh falls from her lips, except this time, the exasperation is fond. Of course Guoba would know exactly what to do to cheer her up. His antics never failed to bring a smile to her face.

And yet as she resumes cooking, she can’t help but wonder… is he going to bring someone back with him?

 

 

—

 

 

“Ah… pardon my intrusion, but it seems my presence was requested at the restaurant today.”

Xiangling looks up from the stove, and quickly drops her spoon to the floor as she sees the familiar face of the person Guoba dragged back here.

“Mr. Zhongli!?”

Out of everyone Guoba could have possibly pulled through the front door, the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor’s consultant was… well, not the last person she expected, but certainly not the first.

“What a surprise! Wait—” Quickly, her attention is turned back to Guoba, “Guoba, is this the man you’re in love with!?”

“I beg your pardon?” asks Zhongli, appearing baffled as he looks from Xiangling to Guoba, while the latter replies with an affirmative chime and happily dances in place at Zhongli’s side.

Seeing his confusion, Xiangling mercifully offers a quick explanation of her conversation with Guoba, and by the end of it, Zhongli responds with a hearty laugh as he smiles fondly down at Guoba.

“Ah, I think I understand where the miscommunication came from.” Zhongli gestures over towards Xiangling, “You love Chef Mao and Miss Xiangling too, don’t you?”

And just as before, Guoba offers a happy chime, as he nods enthusiastically, hopping across the kitchen to Xiangling’s side. Giggling, Xiangling offers him a pat on the head, before pulling him into a warm hug. “Aww, I guess all love is love when you’re Guoba! Still, you shouldn’t discount that he specifically went looking for you! He must consider you a really special friend.”

Zhongli laughs again. Of course, his true friendship with Guoba goes back much further than Guoba himself may recall, back when he was still Marchosius, the stove god. But even so, Zhongli still finds himself quite fond of who Guoba is today, and is glad they’ve been able to maintain a connection after all this time.

“Well, I’m honored to be counted among Guoba’s closest friends,” he replies, before bringing a hand to his chin. “Although… if you don’t mind me asking, I’m curious as to how exactly you got on this topic with Guoba in the first place.”

Despite having offered an explanation, Xiangling isn’t expecting to hear Zhongli inquire further, and all too quickly, she feels her cheeks burning hot as she blushes. “O-Oh, that’s… uhh, well, it’s a little embarrassing, I guess?”

But Zhongli is quick to offer an out as he stops her by raising his hand. “Ah, forgive me, I didn’t mean to pry…”

“No, no, it’s fine! It’s just…” It’s embarrassing, but why is it embarrassing? Is it because she’s a child and Zhongli is an adult? That explanation feels too simple. Especially since Zhongli doesn’t really treat her like a kid. He’s always spoken to her with the same respect he offers everyone.

Perhaps that’s why he feels like a safe person to ask.

“Mr. Zhongli… have you ever been in love?”

Zhongli appears taken aback by the question, an uncharacteristic look of surprise on his face. But as his gaze seems to settle on a spot near the floor, his expression grows pensive, and perhaps a bit melancholy.

“I wonder…” His tone sounds unsure, as if he were considering the question for the first time. “Well, there was once a person with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my days. Though our relationship was undoubtedly one of platonic friendship, we were very close, and at the time, I couldn’t imagine having anyone else by my side. Unfortunately, our time together was relatively short. But seeing as she was the first to come to mind… yes, I suppose that answers that question.”

Xiangling’s expression twists into one of regret, as she brings a hand to her chest and frowns. “Oh… I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories…”

Likewise, reading his change in mood, Guoba’s face grows tearful as he moves back to Zhongli’s side, wrapping his paws around his leg. But Zhongli is quick to once more offer a smile, as he reassuringly pats Guoba on the head. “Not at all. Why, I’m sure she’d find it rather amusing that this old man still thinks about her after all these years.”

“Old man? Aw, come on, you can’t be that old!”

Zhongli and Guoba briefly exchange glances, before the former clears his throat. “Getting back to matter at hand— why do you ask? Is there something on your mind?”

Xiangling hums for a moment, idly stirring the pot on the stove. “Well… see, I have these two friends, and I’m pretty sure they’re heads over heels for each other. And I have two other friends, who’ve been dating for a while now. And I guess… I don’t know, is it weird that I’m not interesting in things like that? I’m happy for my friends, and I love talking to them about their relationships, but when it comes to me… mm, I don’t know. It just feels… not right.”

Zhongli nods along as he listens thoughtfully, bringing a hand to his chin. “Well, you’re still quite young. But even if you weren’t—”

“Even if I weren’t, there are plenty of adults who struggle with this, too?” Xiangling can’t help the frown on her face as she echoes Yun Jin’s words. They really were bothering her, weren’t they?

“…now that may be true for some,” Zhongli starts with a nod, “But for others, seeking a partner in a romantic sense may not be a priority, or even something they’re interested in. It doesn’t necessarily mean they’re struggling with it. Some may have even considered it, only to decide that it wasn’t for them.”

It’s a simple concept, and yet Xiangling finds she’s never heard someone explain it so plainly before. There was a certain social expectation that everyone was looking for a partner to spend their life with, and likewise, a stereotype that often fell onto those who remained single late into life. And yet Zhongli’s words don’t even suggest such a thing.

“So… even if I never fall in love with anyone, or never want to go on dates or get married— there’s nothing wrong with me?”

Zhongli nods, offering a reassuring smile. “I don’t see anything wrong with that. Some people just don’t feel those types of attractions. It’s no less natural than those who feel attraction to the opposite sex, or those who feel attraction to the same.”

“Oh wow… that’s a lot more forward-thinking then I expected from you…” The words come out without much thought put into them, and she quickly backtracks, “Ah, n-no offense! It’s just, I know the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor is really traditional and—”

Thankfully, Zhongli just chuckles and shakes his head. “None taken. Liyue is a land steeped in tradition, stretching back thousands of years. But times are changing, and it’s time Liyue changed with it. Though I’ll admit, I’m surprised you’d still think that of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, considering the one currently sitting in the director’s seat.”

But that has Xiangling biting her bottom lip and looking away.

“Uhm… maybe this is a little awkward, since she’s your boss and everything… but to be honest, I’ve always been a little hesitant to talk to Hu Tao about this sort of stuff.”

“Because her family is so traditional?”

Xiangling shakes her head, turning the heat down on the stove and covering the pot to simmer so she can turn and face Zhongli properly. “It’s not quite that. I wouldn’t say anything about her is traditional, but at the same time… oh, I don’t think I should have brought this up. I feel bad talking about her like this.”

“That’s quite all right, there’s no need to apologize. I’m actually rather honored that you’ve felt comfortable confiding in me at all. Though, if I may…”

His brow furrows, looking somewhat troubled.

“I think it would be wise to bring these concerns to Director Hu herself. I think you may be… surprised by her response. As her friend, I’m sure you’re already aware that she’s not particularly sensitive when it comes to conveying her feelings through her words or actions.”

This is the kindest possible way to call her tactless. But it’s so on the nose that Xiangling can’t help but laugh.

“Yeah… you’re right! If I have a problem, the best way to solve it is to face it head-on!” She says with an assured smile and nod, “Maybe after I finish this up, I’ll go try talking to her.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Zhongli says, before taking a few steps towards the door. “And should you ever find yourself in need of someone to lend an ear— please, don’t hesitate to reach out to me again. Much like Guoba here, I consider you to be good friend as well.”

“Aww, gosh!” Xiangling tucks her arms behind her back bashfully, “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind. Thanks for listening to me, Mr. Zhongli!”

“Take care, Miss Xiangling. And you too, Guoba.”

“Luluuu!”

 

 

—

 

 

Despite her words, she doesn’t immediately seek out Hu Tao. First, she has some food to deliver.

Skipping up the steps towards Bubu Pharmacy, she makes a sharp turn to the left to enter through the back door, knocking once before letting herself in.

“Hey Chongyun, hey Xingqiu! I’ve got dinner right here for you!”

Inside the room, Xingqiu sits at Chongyun’s bedside, the scent of medicinal incense hanging in the air. Compared to the last time she visited, Chongyun looks a little worse for the wear, his face a sharp contrast of pale white and reddened cheeks.

“Oh, good evening, Xiangling.” Xingqiu says with a tired smile. “It smells good— oh, but Chongyun’s diet is—”

“Don’t worry! I made sure to ask Baizhu what would be okay for him to eat,” she replies, setting down the box containing the two meals on the bedside table. “Nothing spicy or acidic, with a blend of herbs that should help with inflammation. The flavor will be a little bland, so I tried add some interesting textures.”

“Thank you, Xiangling,” Chongyun says with an even weaker smile, his voice unusually soft, even for him. “It all smells really good… though I don’t think I’m ready to try eating again just yet.”

“He hasn’t been able to keep anything down all day,” Xingqiu explains, frowning as he rubs his hand along Chongyun’s forearm. “But seeing as he prefers his food cold, there’s no harm in putting it aside for later.”

Seeing his condition has Xiangling looking him over with worry, before taking a seat on a chair beside Xingqiu. “And what about you? Have you eaten yet today?”

Xingqiu purses his lips and looks away. “Hm? Ah, what was that?”

“He hasn’t eaten all day, Xiangling,” Chongyun says as he scrunches his lips into a pout. “He told me he left for a snack break the last time I fell asleep, but I can tell he hasn’t left the room.”

“Wha— Xingqiu! That won’t do at all!” Xiangling huffs, her hands resting on her hips. “You need to keep up your strength, too. C’mon, I made your favorite! And you know it tastes better hot.”

“Hey, did you wait for Xiangling to get here so you could both gang up on me?” Xingqiu returns Chongyun’s pout, crossing his arms with a sigh. “I just feel awkward eating in front of you right now, that’s all.”

But Chongyun shakes his head. “You know I don’t mind. Besides, you should eat before me, anyway. I already ruined your appetite once today…”

It’s not hard to guess how that must have happened, and without another word, Xiangling moves to free the bowl of crystal shrimp from the box, setting it down on Xingqiu’s lap.

“Ta-da! An extra large portion of all-delicacy parcels, made without carrots, just as you like them!”

She watches the way Xingqiu’s eyes light up as she removes the lid off the bowl, hunger obvious in his expression.

“I know you’re not typically a big eater, but I figured this way, you’ll have leftovers in case you get hungry later.”

“You’re the best, Xiangling,” Xingqiu says, smiling back at her in earnest. “And what did you prepare for our dear Chongyun?”

“Well! I remembered how much he said once that he really liked Inazuman cuisine, so I asked Kazuha — oh, he’s one of Captain Beidou’s crewmates — what sort of dish he’d recommend for someone who’s sick, and he suggested okayu! It’s basically congee, but made with a shorter grain of rice and—”

She cuts herself off, eyes growing wide as she sees that Chongyun has started to cry. Quickly, she stammers, “Oh no, I’m sorry! Should I have not mentioned the food? You must be so hungry, and—”

“N-No, it’s not that,” Chongyun says with a sniffle, weakly reaching up and wiping his face as more tears drip down his cheeks. “It’s just… I’ve only mentioned that once or twice. I didn’t think you’d remember something like that. And then you went out of your way and— you’re such a good friend, Xiangling.”

“Come now, there’s no need for tears,” speaking in a gentle voice, Xingqiu fetches a handkerchief from his pocket to dab at Chongyun’s eyes, even taking care to wipe his nose. As he does, he offers a glance back at Xiangling, “He’s on a lot of pain medication right now, and it makes him a little emotional. You should have seen him earlier. His sock fell off under the blankets, and he cried for ten minutes before he could tell me what was going on.”

“My foot was cold…” Chongyun mumbles as he sniffles again.

“Huh? But you’re never cold…” Xiangling tilts her head as she muses on that point, but then shakes her head and smiles. “Well, then I hope you’re able to enjoy your meal to the fullest! But definitely take it easy. Little bites with sips of water should make it easier to keep down.”

“I’ll be sure to keep an eye on him,” Xingqiu replies with a nod, as he tucks his handkerchief away. “I’ll likely be staying here with him for the next few days or so, so if you don’t mind— may I put in a request for another delivery?”

“Of course! Anything you want! Oh— and be sure to let me know if the okayu is successful — I can get a lot of variety of flavors by adding different ingredients, so it could a really useful base for meals while he recovers!”

Chongyun looks about ready to start crying again, and Xiangling takes that as her cue to leave, offering both boys hugs (a particularly gentle one for Chongyun) before skipping out into the night air.

Naturally, she can’t help but worry in the back of her mind about Chongyun’s condition. She’s never seen him like this before, and he really did look rather weak. Still, she hopes her cooking can make a difference.

And if not… well, at least the boys have each other.

 

 

—

 

 

As the lamps lining the streets begin to light up, Xiangling finally makes her way over to Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, hoping to catch Hu Tao as she leaves for the night. Although ostensibly part of their core friend group, given how she and Chongyun were occasionally at odds with one another, it was understandable that she hasn’t gone to visit him — and that’s not even considering the fact that she’s almost certainly banned from setting foot in Bubu Pharmacy considering her stance regarding Qiqi.

So it seemed natural that Xiangling would visit and provide an update on Chongyun’s condition. And hopefully she could dissuade her from making any unwanted offers for deals on her services in the event they were needed.

“Oho, is that my Xiangling I see standing outside our doorway?” Hu Tao’s playful voice gives her away immediately, and yet she still bursts out the front door as if hoping to make a surprise entrance. “And a very good evening to you! What brings you to our fine establishment at this hour, hm?”

“H-Hey, Hu Tao…”

Hu Tao stares back at Xiangling with her hands on her hips, brow furrowed as she hums. “Hmm, that’s not a very enthusiastic hello. You’re not here on business, are you?”

“N-No, nothing like that,” Xiangling says quickly, shaking her head with a smile. “I just came from visiting Chongyun and bringing him and Xingqiu something to eat, and thought you’d want hear how he’s doing.”

A look of concern crosses Hu Tao’s features in a way that nearly has Xiangling feeling guilty for occasionally doubting her friend’s sincerity. “Oh… is everything okay? How are his injuries? Oh, and how is Xingqiu holding up?”

“Well…” Xiangling starts, only for Hu Tao to take her by the hand.

“Come on, let’s go talk inside somewhere. Oh— how about you stay over tonight? It’s been a while, right?”

Xiangling thinks it over for only a brief moment, before nodding with a smile. “Yeah, it really has been. Sure! I’ll just need to stop by the restaurant and let my dad know.”

A bright smile blooms on Hu Tao’s face, as she jumps and links arms with Xiangling to head back towards Chihu Rock. “Oh, yay! Let’s get a move on then! While the night’s still young!”

 

 

—

 

 

In truth, Xiangling’s discomfort regarding the topic of romance didn’t stem from the fact that Hu Tao’s family was overly traditional.

“Oh! By the way, I bought the cutest set of pajamas recently, and I bet they’d be super adorable on you! Won’t you try them on for me? They’re really silky, so you can sleep in them tonight if you’d like?”

Although Xiangling didn’t experience any such thing as a spark of attraction or a desire for a romantic relationship, it wasn’t like she didn’t know what those things were.

“Ooh, your hair is so soft when you take it out of the braids! Can I brush it? Or will it get too fluffy? Oh, how about I just comb my fingers through it? I’ll give you a nice and relaxing scalp massage while I’m at it!”

She’s spent years watching Chongyun and Xingqiu so obviously pine over one another, and she knew that Xinyan and Yun Jin were a thing back when they were still keeping it a secret.

“Come on, scoot over! We can both still fit on the bed, right? What, are you nervous about cuddling up close with me tonight? I promise I’ll keep you nice and warm!”

And yet for the life of her, she cannot figure out if Hu Tao has a crush on her or not.

On paper, it feels obvious. The way Hu Tao talks about her, spoils her with the occasional surprise gift, and always seems to be looking for some excuse to touch her all read as though she were desperate for someone to recognize her feelings.

But the problem was that everything could be chalked up to the usual kinship present between girls in Liyue. She’s seen it plenty of times between customers at the restaurant, teenage girls hanging off each other’s arms, complimenting each other’s outfits, offering to treat each other to meals. And while she’s certainly seen Xinyan and Yun Jin behave in a similar fashion— well, the problem with that example explains itself.

“H-Hey, you’re being too clingy!” Xiangling giggles as she pushes Hu Tao back to her side of the bed.

“How can I not be clingy when you feel so soft! The combination of your hair and these pajamas— it’s positively irresistible! I may even have to ask you change at this rate.”

And yet despite everything, perhaps the biggest problem was that Xiangling herself didn’t dislike the attention. And she has no idea what to do with that information.

Her friendship with Hu Tao was important to her, and she didn’t want it to change. But was that being fair to Hu Tao herself? What if Hu Tao wanted something more — and what if that something more was more than Xiangling herself could offer?

“Hey. You doing okay?”

“Huh?”

Xiangling turns to see Hu Tao looking back at her, eyes practically boring a hole through her, as if trying to read her thoughts.

“You’ve had something on your mind all night — I can tell. Are you worried about Chongyun?”

Rolling onto her side, Xiangling faces Hu Tao and nods. “Oh… yeah. He looked a lot worse than the last time I went to see him. Xingqiu said he was struggling to keep food down… I know sometimes people tend to get worse before they get better, but it’s really hard seeing him in pain.”

Hu Tao opens her mouth to speak, and then bites her lip.

“—you were about to say something morbid, weren’t you?”

“Hey! Give me some credit, I know better than to say something inappropriate at a time like this!” Hu Tao says with a pout, before quickly adding, “…besides, I don’t think he’d benefit from our two-for-one promotion going on right now.”

Xiangling lets out a sigh and shakes her head. Typical Hu Tao.

But Hu Tao continues to bite her lip, eyes focused on the edge of the blanket covering the two of them.

“But there was something else, right? I mean… look, I was there when Guoba dragged my consultant away, and he told me he talked to you.”

“Oh…”

“He didn’t tell me anything, but he didn’t need to. I could tell something was up— is it something you can talk to him about and not me?”

Xiangling shrinks further under the blanket with a little sigh. “It’s nothing like that, really! I just— okay, it’s like this…”

And so she offers an abridged version of the past few days, about Yun Jin’s comment, the misunderstanding with Guoba, and her conversation with Zhongli — though she’s sure to leave out any mention of her friends’ relationships, not knowing how open they all were about it. Especially the boys, given they aren’t even together.

By the end of it, Hu Tao offers a simple hum.

“So… you’re really not interested in stuff like that at all? Like, no kissing, no dating, no dancing together under the moonlight?”

“Well, I— uhm. Well, that last one sounds like kinda nice? But I don’t know if it’s that I’m not interested, I’ve just never thought about it before.”

“Sooo…” Hu Tao trailed off, curling her fingers into a lock of hair that’s fallen down over her cheek. “What if you tried thinking about it now?”

Xiangling huffs out a nervous laugh, shaking her head against the pillow. “Wha— right now? Who would I even think about?”

As soon as the question leaves her lips, she wonders if Hu Tao will suggest herself. It would certainly fall in line with her typical jokes, and perhaps serve as yet another hint that the other girl could secretly be harboring feelings for her—

“Uhm, isn’t it obvious? Just picture your ideal— person!”

It’s a point no one else would think much about, but Xiangling can’t help but notice that she doesn’t just say ideal man. And yet even as she notices, she wonders if there’s any point to noticing.

“How would I even know what my ideal person would be like if I’ve never thought about it?”

“Aiya, now you’re just making excuses!” Hu Tao snaps, rolling onto her back and kicking one leg up into the air, causing the blanket to slide down to her knee. “If you don’t want to think about it, then just don’t! If it never comes up, then it doesn’t matter anyway! It’s not like someone asked you out or anything, right?”

“W-Well, no, but…”

“Then stop worrying about it!” Hu Tao lets her leg fall back to the bed, before kicking at the blanket to free her other leg. “Life’s too short to spend it worrying over things you don’t care about. No one knows when our time will be up, so you should focus on the things you want to focus on in life! No matter what other people think.”

Perhaps it’s only because of Hu Tao’s profession that her words carry more weight than some other person’s words might when saying the same thing. Though the words are none too gentle, they do manage to lift some of the weight that’s been settled on Xiangling’s shoulders these past few days.

“Yeah… yeah, you’re right!” Xiangling replies with a smile and a nod. “Gosh, when you put it that way, I almost feel a little silly for worrying it as much as I have.”

“It’s human nature to worry about what other people think every now and then,” Hu Tao says, crossing her arms and proudly tilting her head back against the pillow. “But I’ve never made choices based on how others perceive me, so if you’re ever in need of a reality check— just come to me first next time.”

Giggling, Xiangling offers another nod, before giving Hu Tao a playful shove. “Never, huh… say, then what about you? Do you ever think about this kind of stuff? Like, romance or whatever?”

For a brief moment, Hu Tao falls silent, quickly drawing in Xiangling’s curiosity. But then, she blows a raspberry with her lips. “Of course not! Do I really seem like the sort of person who would spend their precious free time pining over a pretty face? I have way more important things on my mind than romance!”

 

 

—

 

 

As Zhongli walks through the foyer of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, his eyes fall upon the visage of a certain funeral director, seated upside-down in one of the guest chairs. Although her countenance already says plenty about her mood, he feels the need to ask anyway.

“…so? How did your talk with Miss Xiangling go?”

Rather than answer, Hu Tao responds with only a drawn out groan before covering her face.

Zhongli offers a sympathetic smile. “Oh? That bad, hm?”

“You don’t even know the half of it,” Hu Tao grumbles, rubbing her face. “At least I made her feel better. But I think I made myself feel worse. Why is it so hard to follow my own advice?”

“Matters of the heart are complicated. Even when one knows what actions they must take to be with the object of their desire, taking the first step is often the most difficult,” Zhongli says, as he brings a hand up to his chin. “But only by taking that first step can one ever hope to seek a change of the status quo.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s easy enough for you to say!” Sliding down off the chair, Hu Tao brings herself upright, taking a moment to tighten her pigtails. “But I guess it doesn’t really matter. As long as we’re still friends, that’s enough for me.”

Zhongli laughs as he turns to walk down the hall, Hu Tao close behind as she huffs and gently punches his arm. “Hey, don’t laugh! I’m serious!”

“Yes, quite, I’m sure. Incidentally, how many times now have you talked yourself into that same conclusion, before reneging it the very next day?”

“Ugh… I’m never coming to you for advice again!”

“Oh? And how long will that one last this time?”

“—one more word, and I’m going to start deducting your business expenses from your paycheck.”

“…my apologies, Director Hu.”

 

 

—

 

 

Once more standing in Wanmin’s kitchen and cooking up a meal for her friends, Xiangling feels in much higher spirits than she had the day prior. Perhaps all she needed was the opportunity to talk things out?

And really, how could she possibly worry about things like a dearth of romance in her life, when she has so many friends and people who care about her? She’d much rather put her heart into her cooking, and spend her days making meals for the people she loves, even if she’s not in love with any of them.

And yet even as she finds herself humming happily as she chops away at the ingredients for Chongyun and Xingqiu’s dinner tonight, she can’t help but circle back to the last question she asked Hu Tao before they fell asleep.

“Pining over a pretty face…” she echoes quietly to herself.

Xiangling knows now that she has no interest in the typical things associated with love and romance. She’s never felt any particular desire to kiss someone, and certainly nothing more intimate than that. And that’s fine with her!

So why is it that she finds herself wishing that Hu Tao had been thinking of her when she used that turn of phrase?

Perhaps, for now, it’s better just to not worry about it.








 

 

 


Notes for the Chapter:Thank you for reading! The idea for this story jumped into my head suddenly and before I knew it, I’d written a whole bunch.

I have my reasons for wanting this fic written before I wrap up the rest of “Growing Up Alone” because there’s a scene planned that may not feel as impactful without showing a little more of Xiangling and Chongyun’s friendship. Please look forward to it!





